Abstract. Despite the considerable number of studies of avian mating systems, the reasons for divorce in monogamous birds are still poorly understood. It is now generally believed that divorce is a reproductive strategy by an individual to maximize its own fitness, and that birds are continuously faced with the decision of whether to stay with the old mate or divorce in favour of a different partner. The key to understanding when divorce will occur lies in determining the costs and benefits of both pair fidelity and divorce. These are likely to be species-specific and related to the varying life histories. Individuals are expected to divorce when the benefits outweigh the costs. Although a number of hypotheses have been proposed to explain why and when individuals may divorce, these are scattered throughout the literature and have not been critically compared and contrasted either theoretically or empirically. Confusion still exists as to the underlying assumptions and predictions of the individual models, mainly because a sound theoretical framework is lacking. Empirical studies to date are few and have been mainly post-hoc interpretations. Further advances in the field require sound mathematical modelling of the hypotheses and more experimental studies that rigorously test a priori predictions. These include removal of mates to create vacancies under controlled situations, manipulating sex ratios to increase intra-sexual competition, reducing or enlarging clutch sizes to alter perceived fitness, and manipulating the availability or quality of territories or mates to determine to what extent this affects divorce rates.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Despite the large number of studies on avian mating systems, very little is as yet known about what determines whether pair bonds are maintained or severed. Over 90% of all bird species are monogamous (Lack 1968) , and even within the monogamous mating system there are various degrees of fidelity to a partner in terms of the duration of the relationship (Wickler & Seibt 1983) . Recently, increasing interest has focused on the variation in fidelity to a partner within and between breeding seasons. The term 'divorce' has been commonly used to refer to cases where at least one partner has re-paired with another individual whilst both partners are still alive (Coulson 1972; Rowley 1983; Ens et al. 1993) . Divorce rates in monogamous birds vary widely within and between species (see Ens et al., in press, for a review) from 0% in the Australian raven, Corvus coronoides (Rowley 1973) and wandering albatross, Diomedea exultans (Tickell 1968) , to nearly 100% in the house martin, Delichon urbica (Bryant 1979) , and greater flamingo, Phoenicopterus ruber roseus (Cézilly & Johnson, in press ). This large variation in divorce rates across species and populations is likely to be related to their varying life histories, which in turn will determine the costs and benefits of pair fidelity and divorce.
A number of hypotheses have been proposed to explain the phenomenon of divorce in monogamous species (Coulson 1972; Rowley 1983; Johnston & Ryder 1987; Owen et al. 1988; Birkhead & Møller 1992; Ens et al. 1993; Dhondt & Adriaensen 1994) , but there are still few empirical studies that attempt to explain variations in divorce rates and distinguish between the hypotheses (but see Coulson & Thomas 1983; Ens et al. 1993; Dhondt & Adriaensen 1994) . The lack of good empirical data to explain the phenomenon of divorce undoubtedly has to do with the problem that not all the potential hypotheses, as well as their individual predictions, have yet been clearly defined. Most of the hypotheses are scattered throughout the literature and have not been compared or contrasted either theoretically or empirically. In addition, a lot of confusion still
